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My dear friend Monsignor Sadie, Principal Sullivan, alumni, faculty, parents, families and friends of our students, but most of all, the Graduating Senior Class of 2012:

 
It is an honor to be invited back to address a graduating class of Charleston Catholic. It is all the more significant to do so on the day our youngest daughter graduates from this extraordinary institution. G-d has been very kind to us and the Catholic community has been a gift to us, and I hope I can thank Him and you all tonight by offering words that will not only be pleasing to Him but meaningful to you, His precious Children.

 
Graduates, my message tonight is for you. Not for your parents, grandparents, or those who have brought you to this day. But to do that, I have to speak in the language of your generation. 
         And the language of your generation is… texting, tweeting, and updating your Facebook status!

  
It drives your parents and grandparents crazy but this shorthand form of communicating is the language of today. “Honey, can’t you just pick up a phone once and a while and use it to talk to me?” Mom, that is so 20th century!  “Son, why didn’t you respond to my e-mail?” Dad, I don’t open my e-mails.  “I didn’t know you were dating that boy?” Mom, it has been my status on Facebook all week!
 
People may decry it but texting, status updates, and twitter are how you communicate today and if we want to reach you, I guess we better learn how to do that.

        You might think I want to talk to you about the dangers of social networking, of how we are losing our physical connectedness with each other, our ability to talk to each other.
 
That’s the making of a great sermon….for your parents and grandparents. 

 Honestly, I think this new way of communication is fantastic! One line status updates? Perfect. It tells me all I need to know.  Texting to tell me where you are, where you want to meet, the time and then, hitting the send button? Ingenious. The message has been delivered.  140 character tweets? Brilliant.  If you can’t say something in 140 characters, you have nothing to say to me!
 
But I want you to know that this “new” way of conveying a message is not new; it is very ancient. The rabbis of our past always spoke it short, simple “tweetable” messages.  One of my people’s greatest rabbis, Hillel used to tweet all the time:  “What is hateful unto you, do not do unto your neighbor.  That is the whole Torah, all the rest is study.  Now go and study”. That is a perfect tweet: just under 140 characters.  “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for myself, what am I? If not now, when?”  106 characters.  “Say little and do much.”  A very efficient 20 characters.

       You know who else was a darn good tweeter? Another rabbi: Jesus.  “Man does not live by bread alone”, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be open” “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone”, “For we walk by faith, not sight”.
       Jesus knew how to tweet and talk to your generation!


And so did a little known rabbi who lived around the same time as Jesus. His name was Akavia. You would have followed this man on Twitter. You are not going remember this rabbi’s name, and I guarantee you will not remember who gave your commencement speech, but I bet you will never forget what this rabbi tweeted. More importantly, I hope you will live by his status update. He said:

 
“Know where you came from, know where you are going, and know before whom you will one day make a reckoning for your actions.”

Best text message you will ever get. I would have shared his status. I would have hit “like” on his Facebook page. I would re-tweet that.
 
“Know where you came from.” 
Graduates of Charleston Catholic, do you realize where you came from? Do you realize what these years at Charleston Catholic have given you? You have been given a world where religion and theology are not in competition with science and technology. You come from a school where art is appreciated, history is respected, science is elevated and religion is the framework to explain the world. You come from a place that teaches the glory and holiness of Catholicism and the Church but treasures the spiritual beauty of all faiths. A place unafraid to preach the Gospel, yet unable to rejoice in it without practicing it, and unwilling to celebrate the Presence of G-d if it is at the expense of others.
 
 Know where you came from.
       In a world that wants to pull people apart, that pits science against religion, faiths against other faiths and traditions in conflict with other cultures, you are going out into the world tomorrow with a unique perspective few are blessed with- a respect for the Holy and a love of all that is good. That is a message that is not heard often in this world and yet it echoed every day in the halls of your beloved high school. 
 
Know where you came from.

 
Your parents are so happy today, but trust me, they are understandably worried about your future because they are afraid you will leave college and graduate school one day with a mountain of debt. But tell Mom and Dad to relax and have faith. It all works out. 
 
Ironically, this is the school, the one school they’ve already paid for that you will owe a debt to that you will never be able to repay. This school prepared you for life. This school taught you that you can hold strong to one’s faith and values and yet still embrace the world. That you can love G-d and see the love others have for Him. And that your world can be a better place when religion warms your heart. That is a debt you can never repay. Know where you came from and keep this place close to your heart.
 
And one day, when you get to where you want to be, think back with gratitude to the school that got you there. And remember what this dedicated group of men and women that sit behind me have taught you. If you grew up poor and have made it, remember how hard it was and open your pockets to those less fortunate.  If you grew up well off, when you see someone struggling one day, open your hearts and realize that not everyone had the opportunities you have had.


Know where you came from. 

       And know where you are going.

 
Akavia was actually talking about the grave that looms for all of us one day. What a terrible message to tell High school graduates? Not at all. As a person who loves and embraces life, knowing where you are going is the most liberating idea one could have ever be asked to embrace. Thank G-d we as human beings are aware of our mortality and I hope, as young as you are, you carry that message with you ever day of your life.  You have things to do, people to be with, loved ones to embrace and life to live. Realize that before it’s over.  
If every waking moment,  you can realize and meditate on where you are going, if every day you can pause and reflect on the grave that lies ahead, you are going to love a little stronger, kiss a little more passionately and reach out a little more enthusiastically.  You are going to challenge yourself, you are going to push yourself academically and apply yourself because this is only chance you get to get it right. You are not going to be bothered by the silly pettiness of life and you sure as heck ain’t going to hold any grudges. Know where you are going means you will grab the reins of life a little tighter because you will be aware of the preciousness of life.

        How many of you live with your i-Phones? i-Pads? Thank one of the most successful entrepreneurs of our generation for them: Steve Jobs. Jobs died this past year of pancreatic cancer at 56. He was the founder of Apple and Pixar Studios. Tell me he wasn’t channeling Akavia when he said in his commencement speech to the graduates at Stanford University in 2005:

        No one wants to die.  Even people who want to go to heaven don’t want to die to get there.  And yet death is the destination we all share….And that is as it should be, because Death is very likely the single best invention of Life. It is Life’s change agent.  It clears out the old to make way for the new.  Right now the new is you, but someday not too long from now, you will gradually become the old and be cleared away.  Sorry to be so dramatic, but it is quite true.
Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life.  Don’t be trapped by dogma – which is living with the results of other people’s thinking.  Don’t let the noise of others’ opinions drown out your own inner voice.  And most important, have the courage to follow your heart and intuition.  They somehow already know what you truly want to become.  Everything else is secondary. 
      In other words, know where you are going.

  
And finally, Akaviah ends his text message to you with: 
             Know before whom you will make a reckoning for your actions. 
       With apologies to the Monsignor and to my fellow religious colleagues in attendance: oh, how organized religion has so messed that idea up!  People make that sounds like that is a bad thing: Be careful. Judgement Day is coming.
 
I respectfully disagree.  We human beings need to be accountable.  We want to be judged and we want to know that what we have done in this world matters. Akaviyah is telling you, Graduates of Charleston Catholic, what you do matters in this world. 


 I try to live with an awareness of the presence of G-d but not just for the comfort He provides me but for the way He challenges me.  G-d watches over me and He watches me and has expectations of me. And He has expectations of you. And I love that! We want and need to be challenged by a G-d who commands us to be moral, ethical, and righteous.  
In a dangerous and, oftentimes, painful world, knowing there is a G-d who cares about us is the ultimate comfort. But knowing that there is a G-d who cares about what we do gives life ultimate meaning. Your life matters.

Know before whom you will one day make a reckoning for your actions.  That means you and I will have to appear before the Creator of this Universe and be asked if our lives mattered, if what we did changed the world for the better. I want that and so do you because you are becoming adults now, and you want to be challenged and told that your life matters.  That is not frightening.  Every graduate here, every day of your life, every action you take from this day forward can change this world for the better.  And knowing you will stand before the One who loves us but who will challenge us on how we lived life is a blessing.  We want that, we should welcome that, and that is a message to carry throughout life.

Graduates of Charleston Catholic High School, I understand my generation’s reluctance and fear of the social networking world.  But you know what? We will get over it. That is how you communicate. And if every so often, you could receive a text, a tweet, or a friend request from some of the great religious teachers of our faiths who spoke in short, simple tweets, texts and status updates, that would be amazing!

And so, remember this text tonight, tomorrow and next year as you begin the next chapter of your life: 
 
“Know where you came from, know where you are going, and know before whom you will be asked to make a reckoning for your actions.”  

 
May those words guide you on the Path of life and may you all walk with G-d.
       Thank you very much  and Congratulations! 
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